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Abstract 
The purpose of this study is to observe, analyze, compare and educate young people’s nutritional behaviour. The nutrition factors 
contemplated were: the motivation of young people for a healthy diet; the information they possess about correct nutrition habits 
and their attitudes for a healthy lifestyle. It was noticed that consumption of fruits and vegetables is low, restricted in many cases 
to one or two servings per day. This result led to the conclusion that healthy food does not play an important role in young 
people’s eating habits. Given this situation, in a few years childhood obesity rates could rise alarmingly. 
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1. Introduction 
Nutrition education has three essential components: a motivational phase, an action phase, and an environmental 
component (Contento, 2008). A good nutrition is very important for young people because they are at the age when 
it is essential to have enough nutrients for a healthy body and brain development. Unfortunately children prefer to 
eat sweets or fast food to the detriment of healthy food like vegetables and fruits. This study reveals that for most 
people the concept of “healthy feeding” equals eating natural products which ensure sufficient nutrients and a 
balanced caloric intake. The energy delivered by vegetables and fruits is necessary for the normal functions of the 
body, so it is desirable to cultivate children's tastes for these nutrients.   
The purpose of this study is to observe, analyze, compare and educate the nutritional behaviour of young people 
from several age groups. The subjects of this research were young people because the relationship between age and 
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nutrition is very important for a healthy body and for identifying what is essential for children to know about correct 
nutrition. Multiple nutrition factors have been taken into consideration, such as: the motivation of young people for 
a healthy diet; the information they possess about right nutrition and their attitudes for a healthy lifestyle. It is 
known that parents can influence the development of their children’s behavioural skills. The success of achieving a 
correct nutrition depends on parents’ attitude towards food, because it is necessary to make smart decisions about 
what children should eat, and to apply them in real life. Children’s education on healthy food is something that in 
our culture does not get enough attention. It is very important to educate young people’s behaviour to consume 
natural foods, vegetables, fruits and to change their preference for fast food or sweets. This study is aimed to raise 
awareness about healthy eating behaviours among the young population and to promote the consumption of fruits 
and vegetables. 
2. Material and methods 
The present research on the nutritional behaviour in children and young people was focused on an inductive 
research strategy. The target group was separated into three categories: children aged between 10-12 years old (92 
persons), teenagers aged between 13-15 years old (90 persons) and young people aged between 20-22 years old (104 
persons). To achieve the goals of this study three steps have been followed: Step1. Students filled in a questionnaire 
(with 30 objective items) about their nutritional habits and their lifestyle (activities, sports and leisure); Step 2. The 
questionnaire responses given by children and young people were analysed; Step 3. An educational material about 
correct feeding was presented, followed by a discussion on this topic. Moreover, for a correct qualitative evaluation, 
three focus group discussions were held (organized by age). The groups discussed topics regarding the consumption 
of foods and drinks and how different types of food can influence our life (food has healthy or harmful effects on the 
human body).  
A cross-section analysis was used for the processing and interrelating of the data provided by this research: a 
cohort was created based on characteristics (for example, juice consumption) and was analyzed at the same point in 
time. Different variables were taken into consideration, such as: the type of juice (fresh juice, industrially processed 
juice, soda, fruit juice, vegetable juice etc.), the teams’ homogeneity or heterogeneity (by age) and the number of 
students in each team. The cross sectional analysis represents „the study of differing groups of individuals on the 
basis of specified criteria (for example, age) at the same point in time” (McGraw-Hill & Parker, 2002). 
The data was analyzed using the age of children and young people as explanatory variable to study phenomena 
that are specific to different generations of people. It is known that in different age groups emerge multiple opinions, 
physiological changes, different life experiences etc., all of which gave us specific “Age effects”. 
3. Results and discussions 
This study contemplated seven criteria: Consumption of fresh fruits and vegetables (frequency per day); 
Consumption of juices (fresh, natural, artificial); Favourite type of food (bakery products, pasta, meat and processed 
meat, sweets, vegetables and fruits); Content of the main meals of the day and the time when they are served; Eating 
between meals; What does it mean “to eat healthy”?; Foods harmful to health, ways to avoid them. 
3.1. Consumption of fresh fruits and vegetables (frequency per day) 
The answers given by children reveal that on average they consume two servings of fruit and two/three servings 
of vegetables every day. Most children eat lunch with their families. Teenagers consume one serving of fruit and one 
or rarely two servings of vegetables per day. We can observe in Fig.1. (a) that children have reduced the number of 
servings of healthy foods with increasing age. This could be explained by fact that at the age of 13-15 years old they 
are more influenced by entourage and less by their family. Thus teenagers prefer to consume fast food, as well as 
sweets (waffles, biscuits, croissants) instead of vegetables or fruit. Young people aged 20-22 years old stated that 
they eat one meal of fruit and vegetables per day. 
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Fig.1. (a) Consumption of fresh fruits and vegetable (frequency per day) ; (b) Consumption of juices 
3.2. Consumption of juices (fresh, natural, artificial) 
The consumption of fresh or natural juices is lower than that of artificial carbonate juices, as we can see in Fig.1. 
(b). A percentage of 32.6% of children consume fresh juice at least three times a week. Many of them (52.2%) 
prefer to drink natural juices. In the group of teenagers, lower percentages have been observed - only (11.1%) prefer 
to consume fresh fruit juice. Many teenager respondents (54.4%) prefer natural juices. Among young people there 
appears an even more dramatic reduction in the consumption of fresh and natural juices. As such, only 7.7% 
consume fresh fruit juices and only 38% prefer juices, the rest of them (54%) choosing to drink artificial carbonated 
juices. 
3.3. Favorite type of food (pasta, meat and meat products, sweets, vegetables and fruits) 
In this matter, a clear distinction by age could not be made. All respondents prefer to consume pasta, sweets, 
meat and meat products, fruits, while vegetables occupy the last place in the top of preferences. This is alarming 
given the tendency to consume high glycemic index foods (pasta and sweets) instead of vegetables that are rich in 
vitamins and antioxidants. As regards the consumption of fruits, the most popular are: bananas, grapes, pears, as 
opposed to apples, grapefruit, lemons and oranges. Once again we can observe that sweet fruits are favoured, 
because they have a higher glycemic index. 
3.4. Content of the main meals of the day and time when they are served 
A significant increase (1.5 additional portions) in the consumption of vegetables and fruits was observed with the 
children who always eat with their family. This finding is also supported by a study conducted by the British 
researchers of the University of Leeds, cited by My Health News Daily.com. These children serve meals at fixed 
times and they respect the principle - three meals and two snacks per day (Rettner, 2012). 
Young people’s eating habits come in contrast with those of children and teenagers. Thus 74.0% of them skip 
breakfast, see Fig. 2. (a). They prefer to drink a cup of coffee (or tea) and some of them smoke one or two cigarettes 
every morning. By and large they eat sandwiches at lunch, and only eat cooked meals at weekends. The eating 
behaviour of young students is shaped by the busy schedule that they have in university. In some cases (21 
respondents) students have a one- or two-hour break at noon and can have lunch at the university cafeteria. Most 
young women stated that they don’t eat anything for dinner or eat something light (yogurt or fruit). Young men 
answered that they eat cooked food, but these foods are consumed at late hours (8-10 PM). It is necessary to correct 
the eating behaviour of young people because they feed chaotically. In order to correct the eating habits of young 
people it is necessary to introduce a lunch break (minimally two hours). Also, a larger quantity of vegetables should 
be introduced in the diet of young people. It would be desirable to replace the foods rich in starch and gluten with 
vegetables rich in vitamins. 
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Fig. 2. (a) Persons who have breakfast every morning ; (b) Eating between meals (snacks) 
3.5. Eating between meals 
As regards eating between meals, it is known that we need two snacks per day.  For most respondents (46.2% to 
66.3%) these snacks consist of fruit or fruit yoghurts, see Fig. 2. (b). But 33.7% of children, 52.2% of teenagers and 
53.8% of young respondents prefer to consume pastries and sweets between meals. According to this research it 
results that 80% of the young respondents prefers to eat pop corn, candy or chips when they watch TV or work for 
several hours at the computer. This is a deviant eating behaviour, which may become a habit. Eating in parallel with 
another activity leads to excessive consumption of food because we do not realize that we eat. Thus these snacks 
became "large snacks", which are real calorie bombs leading to weight gain. 
3.6. What does it mean “to eat healthy”? 
For most children (87%) healthy food and healthy eating behaviour are represented by: cooked food, having 
family meals and avoiding fast-food or cold cuts. Only 13% consider that the consumption of fruits and vegetables 
is necessary for a healthy diet. However, many of them confessed that they are tempted to eat sweets to the 
detriment of fruit. They explained the consumption of sweets as follows: sweets have good taste, it gives them a 
feeling of fullness, they saw TV advertisements about these, sweets are not so perishable like fruits and sweets have 
the expiration date marked on the package. I never thought that children could avoid fruits because they are 
perishable but this could be a reason to consume less fruit than necessary. Young people said that they knew what 
healthy food meant, but did not respect this. The reasons why they have not adopted a healthy eating behaviour are: 
from lack of time, they do not have a nutrition education background, lack of money and they prefer fast food 
because it is tasty and cheap even if it is not healthy. The opinions on healthy food of children and teens who play 
sports differed greatly from the others’. They proved to be very careful with all foodstuffs that they take in. They try 
to have a balanced diet in terms of intake of protein, carbohydrates, fats and vitamins. They specified that they never 
eat fast food or drink artificial juices. Unfortunately, their percentage is not very high among the target group, as 
only 11% practise a sport. 
3.7.  Foods harmful to health, ways to avoid them. 
All the respondents, regardless of age range, have identified unhealthy foods correctly. They motivated why they 
consider those foods unhealthy. Thus, 82% said they are unhealthy because they fatten, leading to obesity and 18% 
said that unhealthy foods can cause diseases such as diabetes, cancer, cardiovascular disease, raise cholesterol levels 
etc.  
Children’s feeding is controlled by parents, thus the risk of frequent consumption of unhealthy foods is much 
diminished. 
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Young people remarked that even though they know theoretically how to avoid unhealthy foods, they do not do 
that in practice. They acknowledged that it would be necessary to consume more fruits and vegetables in order to 
have a healthy eating behaviour. Most girls (96%) followed a diet and lost weight. The diet has been taken from the 
Internet or from a friend and it was not recommended by a nutritionist. In their study Bensley et al. (2011) “compare 
the impact of Internet nutrition education to traditional nutrition education” and observe the difference between 
these (Bensley et al., 2011). The Internet is another method of “delivering nutrition information (Neuenschwander, 
Abbott & Mobleym, 2013). This brings out the lack of nutritional education of the young generation. A lot of 
respondents have specified that they are not studying nutrition education at school and stressed the need for it.  
4. Conclusions 
If we look up the definition of “nutrition” in K Dictionaries, we find the following data: 1. “The act or process of 
nourishing or of being nourished.” 2. “The study or science of the dietary requirements of humans and animals for 
proper health and development.” 3. “The process by which organisms take in and utilize food material” (Random 
House Kernerman Webster’s College Dictionary, 2010). Taking into consideration all the three dimensions of the 
definition of "nutrition" and based on our research results, the following conclusions can be drawn: 
 According to the answers given by the young people tested, consumption of fruits and vegetables is low, in many 
cases once or twice per day. This result led to the conclusion that healthy foods do not play a central role in their 
diet, they prefer to consume chips, sweets, roosted meat or fast food. Given this situation, in a few years childhood 
obesity rates could rise alarmingly. 
Blom-Hoffman et al. implemented a „program focused on increasing fruit and vegetable knowledge and 
vegetable consumption during school lunch”; a similar program may be necessary in our country too (Blom-
Hoffman  et al., 2004).  
About similar “Age effects”- most children, teenagers and young people are tempted to eat a lot of sweets and 
fast food, which results in increasing rates of obesity in young population.  
The studies performed by Abbot et al. in 2009, confirm our hypotheses of unhealthy eating habits in the young 
generations and not enough knowledge about food safety (Abbot et al., 2009). 
Following the presentation of educational materials, filling in worksheets on the food pyramid and discussions 
with children, young people and their parents about correct nutrition, they are provided with new information that 
will prove useful in daily life. Nevertheless, many characteristics of food habits were hard to quantify, thus making 
it difficult to evaluate whether all goals have been met. Perhaps the most important result was to determine the 
young people involved in this survey to change their unhealthy eating habits. 
The health of population can be maintained only if our young generation increases the consumption of fresh fruits 
and vegetables, rather than canned food, to which sweeteners, coloring agents and preservatives have been added. 
Moreover, the study emphasized the necessity of changing the eating habits of children and young people. This is 
possible by introducing courses on healthy eating; such courses, to be taught only by professional nutritionists, 
should be attended by both children and parents. In this way we could cultivate the taste of the young generation for 
fruits and vegetables, because it is known that natural products are healthier than industrially processed products. 
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